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Abstract
In this dissertation, I defend a “social-rights” account of promises. I argue that the essential common feature of
promising practices is the transfer of a right to a future action from the promisor to the promisee. The transfer
of the right relies on a social practice – specifically, a social norm. Using empirical evidence, I show that the
practice of promising fits the definition of a social norm. I then use the theory of social norms to investigate
why we are motivated to keep promises. The fact that a single theory can describe both normative foundations
and motivation gives credence to the theory: the data on behavioral motivation supports the metaethical
theory, and the metaethical theory can help to explain the motivation. My theory also has practical and
theoretical applications; I focus on two particular cases. On the theoretical side, I discuss implications for
contemporary social contract theories. On the practical side, I evaluate successful and unsuccessful efforts to
eliminate female genital cutting (FGC) in various parts of Africa that rely on promises. My theory can explain
why these programs are successful in certain circumstances, but not in others. Thus, my theory can explain
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 This is Searle’s main claim.  He states, "The semantic structure of a language may be 
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speech acts are acts characteristically performed by uttering expressions in accordance with 
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 However, Searle does claim at one point that promising is not necessarily moral, but rather 
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 or perhaps to add mid-level principles with a utilitarian basis 
53
 Ross 1930, 46 
54
























 For more on hybrid theories that use social practices without making them foundational, see 
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not just for characterizing legal rights, but also for characterizing any system of rights or 
rules, including moral and social norms.  This framework will aid the analysis of 
promises because it will show us how rights are connected to – and dependent upon – 
norms (or rule-based obligations), and how vastly these rights can vary in their form, 
depending on the content of the norm. 
In Hohfeld’s schema, rights are bundles of ‘incidents’, or sub-rights that can be 
combined to make up more complex rights.  Each of these incidents has a corresponding 
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 For instance, Bentham held that promoting utility would include one’s own utility.  See 
Crimmins 2015.  Kant also described duties to the self, such as the duty not to commit suicide, or 
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